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Montaigne and the Coherence of Memory
Douglas McFarland
Oglethorpe University

mong the many classical authorities to whom Montaigne refers
either through direct reference or quotation, little attention has
been paid to Lucan and to his contribution to the intellectual and
rhetorical strategies of the Essais. Hugo Friedrich, for instance, in his chapter on Montaigne’s intellectual inheritance from the classical world, does
not even mention Lucan’s name.1 Although Virgil, Lucretius, Plutarch,
and several others clearly have influenced both the style and content of the
Essais in seemingly more direct and overt ways, Montaigne, nevertheless,
turns to Lucan consistently and with regularity. The essayist directly
alludes to Lucan on three occasions and quotes from his work in thirty-five
separate instances. These quotations are evenly distributed throughout the
Essais and represent a cross section of the Pharsalia, Lucan’s unfinished
epic poem depicting the war fought between Caesar and Pompey during
the final years of the Roman Republic.2 Upon reflection, Montaigne’s
interest in the Pharsalia should come as no surprise. Lucan vigorously
portrays in his poem the horrific and grotesque consequences of internecine strife, a topic to which Montaigne frequently turns in the Essais. As
Michael Regosin has put it, Montaigne condemns the “physical and moral
hostility of the outside world, the dominance of wickedness, vice, selfinterest…on the verge of self-destruction by those who claim to save

A

1See Hugo Friedrich, Montaigne, trans. Dawn Eng (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1991), 31–92. A more recent study by Dorothy Coleman of the relationship between
Montaigne and classical texts adds very little to the essayist’s interest in Lucan. Coleman does
point out, however, that Montaigne recognizes value in Lucan beyond “son style déclamatoire.” She briefly examines a 1588 addition to 2.6 from bk. 8 of the Pharsalia and concludes that the quotation adds a “certaine grandeur à sa prose,” and that Montaigne
“n’hésite pas à tirer profit de ses qualitiés telles que Quintilien les définit en l’appelant sententiis clarissimis.” Dorothy Coleman, Montaigne, Quelques Anciens et L’Ecriture des Essais
(Paris: Honoré Champion, 1995), 109. The purpose of my own study is to demonstrate that
the Pharsalia provides Montaigne with more than a storehouse of stoic exempla.
2In 1.37, Montaigne ranks Lucan alongside Virgil and Ovid. In 2.8, he relates how
Lucan supposedly died reciting lines from the Pharsalia. In 2.10, he asserts that he loves
being in the company of Lucan. Eleven quotations from the Pharsalia appear in bk. 1, eleven
in bk. 2, and thirteen in bk. 3. Nine of the ten books of Lucan’s unfinished epic are represented with a majority (twenty-one) coming from bks. 1, 2, 4, and 5. The greatest concentration of quotations (ten) is drawn from bk. 1 of the Pharsalia.
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her.”3 The following observation of the French civil wars from “De la phisionomie” (3.12) substantiates Regosin’s claim: “Monstrueuse guerre: les
autres agissent au dehors; cette-cy encore contre soy se ronge et se desfaict
par son propre venin. Elle est de nature si maligne et ruineuse qu’elle se
ruine…et se deschire et desmembre de rage”4 [What a monstrosity this
war is! Other wars are external and this one gnaws at itself and destroys
itself with its own poison. Its nature, so malign and so destructive that it
destroys itself…tearing itself limb from limb in its frenzy].5 Compare
Montaigne’s outrage in tone and point of view with the opening invocation from the Pharsalia: “Bella per Emathios plus quam civilia campos, /
Iusque datum sceleri canimus, populumque potentem / In sua victrici
conversum viscera dextra” [Wars worse than civil, across Empathia’s plains
we sing, justice given over to crime; a powerful people, its conquering
hand turned to strike its own innards] (1.1–3).6 While Montaigne often
draws upon other sources for the details of the Roman civil wars, it is
Lucan who characterizes that conflict in ways which resonate with Montaigne’s own perception of the civil conflicts in France during the sixteenth
century. More specifically, Montaigne is attracted to Lucan’s reworking of
the Latin literary tradition, especially the conventions of Virgilian epic. In
its most basic form epic poetry delineates cultural norms by focusing on a
common enemy and a shared history. Lucan turns epic on its head by
depicting a people’s self-destructive fury and thereby transforms the genre
into a medium for cultural criticism not celebration. I have chosen for
analysis three representative examples from the Essais in which Montaigne
exploits this critical perspective for his own purposes. In each example, a
passage from the Pharsalia provides the catalyst for creating greater com-

3Richard Regosin, The Matter of My Book: Montaigne’s Essais as the Book of the Self (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1977), 31–32. David Quint has recently argued that
Montaigne’s ethics, especially his sense of mercy, is formed in part as a reaction to the French
civil wars. See David Quint, Montaigne and the Quality of Mercy (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998). Although Quint does not cite Lucan in this context, he has shown on
other occasions how the Pharsalia provides others with an example for depicting the disintegration of political culture in the sixteenth century. In the introduction to his translation of
the Cinque Canti, Quint argues, for instance, that Ariosto models the incomplete state of his
own poem on the truncated ending of the Pharsalia. See David Quint, introduction to
Cinque Canti, by Ludovico Ariosto (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996), 1–44.
4Pierre Villey, Les Essais de Michel de Montaigne (Paris: Presses Universitaires de la
France, 1965), 1041. All citations are from this edition.
5 M. A. Screech, The Complete Essays (New York: Penguin Books, 1991), 1178. All
translations are to this edition, though some may be slightly adapted.
6All quotations from the Pharsalia are from A. E. Houseman (Oxford: Blackwell,
1926). Quotations from Virgil and Horace not taken directly from the Essais are from The
Aeneid of Virgil, ed. R.D. Williams (London: St. Martin’s Press, 1973), and The Odes and
Epodes of Horace, ed. Paul Shorey (New York: Sanborn and Co., 1919). All Latin translations
are my own.
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plexities through its interaction with other quotations, syntax, and the
voice of the essayist himself.7
I
“De l’oisiveté” (1.8) offers itself as an ostensibly striking example of its
own subject matter: an unbridled mind set free by withdrawal from public
duties. Montaigne announces in the essay his intention to retreat from the
world and to care for his “esprit,” literally his life force, but here often
taken to mean simply his inner life.8 He quickly discovers, however, that
this inner force uncontrollably bolts off like a “cheval eschappe.” As if to
illustrate this, the essay jumps quickly from one allusion to another. In the
space of little more than a single page, Montaigne quotes Virgil, Horace,
Martial, and Lucan.9 To these are added borrowings from Plutarch, Aristotle, and Plato. One senses less a piling up of references than a continuous
movement in unpredictable directions.
The title of the essay is itself richly allusive. Oisiveté is cognate with the
Latin otium, meaning freedom from work, relaxation, personal inactivity, or
even civic peace. Virgil introduces the term early in the First Eclogue to
describe the pastoral world threatened by the violent civil conflicts erupting
around it: “deus nobis haec otia fecit” (1.5–6) [god has made this leisure
for us]. In Georgics 4.564 he expands on this by suggesting that otium provides the imaginative landscape in which to compose verse. For Cicero and
Seneca, otium represents the opportunity to retire from public life and to

7Mary McKinley’s work on the Latin quotations in the Essais remains the seminal study.
My own work is deeply indebted to her. See Mary B. McKinley, Words in a Corner: Studies
in Montaigne’s Latin Quotations (Lexington, Ky.: French Forum, 1981). I have been particularly influenced by her assertion that the original context of any particular quotation is critical to interpretation. Terence Cave has also acknowledged the importance of McKinley’s
work while maintaining that the quotations contribute to the elusive play of the text and
hence of the self that is being portrayed. Cave is helpful in finding a way to describe the complex interaction between authorial voice and quotation: “the cumulative effect [of the Latin
quotations] is that of a dialogue of many voices, past and present; or of a series of windows
opened on the not quite forgotten pages of Montaigne’s library.” Terence Cave, “Problems
of Reading in the Essais,” in Michel de Montaigne, ed. Harold Bloom (1982; repr., New York:
Chelsea House, 1987), 102. Richard Regosin has staked out a middle ground by acknowledging both the “closed medium of portraiture” and an “open-ended process of self-fashioning” at work in the Essais. The Latin quotations are Montaigne’s unruly children, both his
own and not his own, both a representation of authorial intent and a “violent uprooting” of
meaning and its subsequent fragmentation and distortion. Richard Regosin, Montaigne’s
Unruly Brood: Textual Engendering and the Challenge to Paternal Authority (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996), 81–85.
8See Jean Starobinski, Montaigne in Motion, trans. Arthur Goldhammer (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1985), 19–21.
9To add to this crowd, the quotation from Martial 7.78 is itself a quotation from
Seneca Epistle 2.2.
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pursue philosophy.10 Otium also has a negative connotation. In Poem 51,
for instance, Catullus characterizes otium as “molestum” [troublesome].
Free time leads to luxury and corruption. With a similar negative connotation, otium directly enters Montaigne’s essay. Responding to his own inability to provide structure and coherency to his thoughts, the essayist quotes a
line from the Pharsalia: “variam semper dant otia mentem” (4.704) [leisure always makes for a wandering of the mind]. This would seem to support Montaigne’s critique of his own leisure and reads out of context as if it
might be an epigrammatic pronouncement, perhaps by the narrator of the
poem, castigating Rome for the chaos into which it had fallen, something
akin to the previously mentioned poem by Catullus or Sallust’s moralistic
rebuke of Catiline. But the words are spoken by Curio, a commander of
Caesar’s army in Africa, so his staff might arouse the lethargic troops. A
closer reading of Curio’s pronouncement, as well as its relationship to a passage from the Aeneid added in 1588, suggests Montaigne’s intentions are
more complex than simply to chide the vagaries of leisure time.
Curio’s speech comes near the end of book 4 of the Pharsalia in
which Lucan describes the military engagement between the armies of
Caesar and Pompey in North Africa. Curio has defeated all the forces loyal
to Pompey with the exception of a single army under the command of a
non-Roman North African leader. Before the final battle for control of the
region begins, Lucan inserts the story of Hercules and Antaenus since the
location of the battle is the site of Antaenus’s ancient kingdom. After narrating the familiar story of how Hercules defeated Antaenus by holding his
body above the ground so that the earth might not resuscitate him, Lucan
then specifically links Hercules’ exploits to the victory over that other African enemy of Rome, Hannibal.
These examples should, therefore, establish Curio as both the new
Hercules and the new Scipio. But in a stunningly ironic perversion of that
expectation, Curio emerges as the incarnation of Antaenus. He relishes the
“fortuna locorum” (4.661) [fortune of the place] and pitches his tent on
the “felicio loco” (4.663) [lucky place], drawing strength from the
decayed and ruined rampart left by Scipio and in so doing transforming
himself into Antaenus, whose strength is renewed by literal contact with
10See Cicero De Officiis 3.1–3 and Seneca Epistulae ad Lucilium 14. For a full-length
study of Montaigne and leisure, see Michael O’Loughlin, The Garlands of Repose (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1978). For a more recent analysis, see Myriam Petit, “Otium
dans les Essais,” Bulletin de la Société des Amis de Montaigne 8 no. 5–6 (1997): 41–61. Petit
argues that Montaigne transforms the boredom of leisure into a “utile otium.” While the
former results in strange and fantastic images, the latter provides Montaigne a context for
shaping his being: “L’écriture de sa vie…intime est le produit de son otium…le fruit de cet
otium”(60). To put it differently, Montaigne moves from a pastoral sense of leisure to one
informed by cultivation; that is, from the Eclogues to the Georgics: “ce ne sera plus l’espirit
qui ‘se travaille,’ mais ce sera un travail sur l’espirit” (56).XXX
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the earth. Curio has become the enemy of Rome, and with even deeper
irony, is defeated by the African Iuba. Lucan’s point, one that he repeatedly makes in the Pharsalia, is that both sides of this civil war are the enemies of Rome. Curio against Iuba is not Hercules against Antaenus, but
Antaenus against Antaenus.
As I mentioned, the passage which Montaigne quotes comes as Curio
gives orders to his generals to arouse the troops from their lethargy and to
direct their energies against the army of Iuba. He frames this advice, however, with the most cynical of commentary. Curio points out that once the
battle begins, rather than rely on a Herculean power of stoic self-control,
the soldiers will be consumed by a passion for indiscriminate killing: “quis
conferre duces meminit? Quis pendere causas? / qua stetit; inde
favet…odere pares” (4.707–8) [who remembers {in battle} to compare
leaders, to weigh reasons? Where he has stood, there it is favored…they
hate whoever opposes]. The alternative to the scattered thoughts bred by
inactivity is not public service but blind rage fueled by an instinct for survival. It would be difficult to imagine a more inappropriate quotation with
which to point out the hazards of leisure. The violence and self-destruction which result from Curio’s exhortations are precisely what Montaigne
condemns throughout the Essais. The threat of otium seems rather innocent when contrasted to the slaughter that ensues. Moreover, Curio cynically exploits the association of otium with corruption and the avoidance
of public responsibilities in order to further his own ends. Lucan repeatedly demonstrates that personal obsession rather than communal vision
drove the Roman civil wars.
Montaigne assures that we consider the Lucan passage in a broader
context by the insertion into the essay in 1588 of a quotation from the episode in the Aeneid which Lucan was consciously rewriting for his depiction of Curio. Montaigne quotes a simile from book 8 describing the
scattered thoughts of Aeneas on the eve of battle against Turnus and his
Latin troops. Aeneas’s fragmented thoughts are given focus and direction
by his retirement from the impending action of the war, up the Tiber River
to the village of King Evander, a figurative journey back into time and
space. Aeneas is fortified first by the land itself, which is the future site of
Rome, and secondly by a feast in honor of Hercules. The story of the
hero’s violent destruction of Caecus and his lair teaches Aeneas how properly to use force and prepares him for his victory over Turnus. Retreat
from the immediate demands of public service into mythological digression provides the means for eventual success in the public realm. Otium
cures Aeneas of his distracted thoughts, and the episode ends with the
conferring of the shield on which are etched the future victories of Rome,
culminating in the climactic triumph of Octavius at Actium. Aeneas
absorbs, in short, the teleological necessity of imperial rule.
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Lucan attacks this Virgilian model from two directions. First, a traditional understanding of the dangers of leisure is used by Curio to exert his
own will onto the world. He might just as easily have argued for the positive effects of otium, as Virgil does, if it had served his purposes. Secondly,
Lucan openly mocks mythological digression, another form of otium, as
hollow and jingoistic. The story of Hercules turns against Curio to suggest, as I argued earlier, that the Caesarean commander is as much Rome’s
enemy as its savior.
Montaigne uses Lucan with sophistication and cunning. He recognizes Lucan’s powerful drive to attack the authority of a traditional literature, which has become interwoven with a political will. By adding a
quotation from the Aeneid which represents that tradition, Montaigne
also demonstrates a far greater degree of control over his own materials
than he claims in the essay. Rather than bolt off in random directions, in
this instance Montaigne’s allusions refer to one another and in their interaction raise questions of importance not only to this essay but to the Essais
as a whole. Are all public obligations necessarily corrupt, as Lucan
emphatically asserts? Can withdrawal from the immediate public sphere be
used to create a general political peace as Virgil suggests? Do self-assertion
and self-indulgence drive all violence? Or can force be used to create a
meaningful order? Montaigne inserts Lucan’s voice into the essay as a sardonic advocate of freedom, one who attacks and mocks Virgilian form and
ideology, and yet ironically in the very act demonstrates his own considerable rhetorical control over his work. The tension between Virgil and
Lucan replicates the tension for Montaigne between the will to create
meaning and the hesitation to serve form implicit in the act of writing.
II
My second example comes from “Des plus excellens hommes” (2.36).
Perhaps the most dramatic characteristic of the essay is a single sentence
which runs for approximately one and a half pages. This constitutes a
rather complex linguistic artifact and one which calls attention to itself as
such. Its complexity is deepened by the insertion of two Latin quotations,
one from Lucan’s Pharsalia and another from the Aeneid. As he did earlier, Montaigne exploits Lucan’s critical rewriting of Virgil. Here, however, he places the words of these poets within the context of a particularly
demanding structure. The essayist combines a rhetoric of quotation with
a rhetoric of syntax, and the one cannot be adequately understood without
the other. Let me begin, therefore, with an analysis of the sentence itself.
Essay 2.36 begins with an opening hypothetical: “Si on me demandoit le chois de tous les hommes qui sont venus a ma connoissance, il me
semble en trouver trois excellens au dessus de tous les autres” (751) [If I
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were asked my pick of all the men who have come to my notice, I would
find three I think who excel all others (850)]. These three are Homer,
Alexander, and Epaminondas, and Montaigne divides the essay into three
roughly equal parts in order to praise each man. The sentence in question
forms the middle panel of this triptych, an apparent panegyric of Alexander the Great. Its unusual length suggests that it might offer a fine
example of the baroque prose style, specifically that style termed libertine
by Morris Croll in a series of seminal essays on sixteenth- and seventeenthcentury prose.11 Characteristics of this style would include, under the general heading of asymmetry, disruption of logical word order, the separation of grammatically related words, the use of coordinating conjunctions
and punctuation which less links thoughts together than allows the writer
to move on quickly and freely to a new thought, and finally the use of
absolute participles in place of relative subordinate clauses.12 These techniques produce a style which emulates a mind in motion, a mind in the
process of discovering and discarding ideas. This style emanates in part as
a reaction to the carefully crafted architecture of the Ciceronian period.
Implicit in this form is the notion that the writer knows precisely where
the linguistic structure is headed. While the former style suggests a prejudice against a pre-established point of view, the latter uses grammatical
forms to support the validity of an argument. Understandably, the socalled baroque prose style has its origins in the skepticism of Sallust and
Seneca, as well as in the dense analytical style of Thucydides, while court
room oratory, because of its need to persuade an audience of a particular
point of view, provides the context for the Ciceronian style.
Turning to Montaigne’s sentence, it would be a mistake, however, to
ascribe what Croll has called the “grammatically chaotic” form of baroque
prose to this long and apparently complex sentence praising Alexander.
11See Morris W. Croll, “Attic” and Baroque Prose Style: The Anti-Ciceronian Movement
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1969), 178–88. In some sense, the most significant
alternative to this rhetorical reading of Montaigne’s style is Terence Cave’s understanding of
the “cornucopian text.” Instead of “libertine” or “curt,” Cave calls the style of the Essais
“liminary,” informed by a “commitment to non-resolution, to the perpetual opening of a
parenthesis.” Terence Cave, The Cornucopian Text: Problems of Writing in the French Renaissance (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1979), 273. More recently, R. A. Watson, building
on the work of Barbara Bowen, has argued that Montaigne’s prose constitutes a dialectic
between self and world and represents a “purposeful intellectual process.” Very much in the
spirit of Croll, Watson points out Montaigne’s aversion to Cicero and his development of a
style marked by brevity and coherence. Watson does an excellent job of surveying past criticism. R. A. Watson, Language and Human Action: Conceptual Language in the Essais of
Montaigne (New York: Peter Lang, 1996), 10. Also see André Tournon, “Une langage
coupe…,” Bulletin de la Société des Amis de Montaigne 8, nos. 13–14 (1999): 45–52.
Tournon demonstrates how upper case letters and punctuation contribute to the anti-Ciceronian “curt style” of the Essais. I am grateful to Tilde Sankovitch for reading and commenting on this section of my article.
12Croll, “Attic” and Baroque Prose Style, 219–22.
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The structure of the sentence is, in fact, anything but chaotic, displaying
an overarching form which is clearly Ciceronian. The transition from
Homer to Alexander is indicated by a simple heading: “l’autre, Alexandre
le grand.” Montaigne then begins the sentence in question with an indefinite relative conditional clause in the future tense, “car qui considerera”
(754) [for whoever will consider (854)]. He follows with a predictable
series of four direct objects: Alexander’s age, meager resources, authority,
and favor. The conditional formula of the protasis, “qui considerera,”
holds sway for roughly an entire page until it is repeated verbatim in order
to ensure the reader that the initial construction has not been abandoned.
The sentence reaches its syntactic climax approximately one half page later
with the apodosis of the conditional clearly stated: “il confessera” (755)
[he will confess]. The main clause is given dramatic emphasis by its relatively short length of two lines. The overriding structural form, other than
being unusually long, could not be more clear. It would be difficult to
imagine a more apt example of the Ciceronian period in which materials
are organized through the subordination of clauses in support of a dramatic main clause coming at the very end of the sentence. The structure
aims at persuasion with an assemblage of subordinating evidence in support of a conclusion. If one, therefore, stands back to assess Montaigne’s
linguistic structure, one will clearly see an ostensibly straightforward
example of the Latin period modeled on Cicero.
Within that structure, however, certain destabilizing forces are at
work. I mentioned earlier that four direct objects appear immediately after
the opening “qui considerera.” Montaigne breaks up this list of attributes
by the first of two Latin quotations inserted into the sentence. The first is
from Lucan’s Pharsalia and is followed one page later after the repetition
of “qui considerera” with a passage from the Aeneid. Let me put off for a
moment the analysis of the quotations and their relationship to the overriding sentence structure while I briefly discuss a different intrusion. After
the quotation from Lucan, a series of noun clauses give the impression
that Montaigne has begun to compile a list of accomplishments of Alexander. This is disrupted, however, by a parenthetical comment “car ses
meurs semblent a la verite n’avoir aucun juste reproche” (754) [for his
character seems to have justly been beyond reproach (854)]. Amidst praise
of Alexander comes the hint of doubt over his moral character. A concession follows immediately in which are cited some of his particular acts,
“rares et extraordinares.” Montaigne then glosses over any inconsistency
by asserting, “mais il est impossible de conduire si grands mouvments avec
les reigles de la justice; telles gen veulent estre jugez en gros par la maistresse fin de leurs actions” (754) [but it is not possible to head such movements and always act according to the rules of justice: men such as he need
to be judged overall, by the dominant aim of their activities (854)]. A list
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follows, but not of the great accomplishments we are expecting. Instead,
we hear of those rare actions contrary to the rules of justice: the destruction of cities and the murder of prisoners and even of children. The disheveled syntax, suddenly dominant, reflects a point of view which is
unraveling and exhibits less a mind in motion than a position collapsing
under the weight of counterevidence. The weak justification, “tout ces
choses me semblent povoir estre condonnees a son age and a le’ [C]
estrange [A] prosperite de sa fourtune” (754) [that kind of thing seems
pardonable to me in a man of his age and of his strangely prosperous fortune (854)], is followed by the previously mentioned repetition of the
opening formula, “qui considerera,” as if the writer were reaffirming his
praise by remembering his sentence structure. We are left with a voice not
searching for truth by sifting through the remnants of historical data, but
rather seeking to maintain a rhetorical point of view in the face of doubt
and discrepancy. That these particularly awkward clauses were added in
the 1588 edition presents another difficulty. We have two voices, the latter
of which ironically subverts the former.13
The insertion of quotations into the sentence, also done in 1588, only
deepens that subversion and leaves little doubt of Montaigne’s intentions.
As I mentioned earlier, the first quotation comes from the Pharsalia and is
placed immediately after a series of direct objects. The last of these is “la
faveur extraordinaire dequoy fortune embrassa et favorisa tant de siens
explits hazardeux, et a peu que je ne die temeraires” (754) [the extraordinary favor with which Fortune embraced him and favored his hazardous—
I almost said rash—exploits (853)]. We would expect the quotation to
ornament this “favor” but instead it opens up the fissure of the aside and
comments on the rash quality of Alexander’s actions: “impellens quicquid
sibi summa petenti / Obstaret, gaudensque viam fecisse ruina” (1.149)
[driving whatever might stand in the way of him seeking the highest
things, rejoicing to have made a path with ruin]. The passage celebrates
not the attainment of a goal but the drive to power and the pleasure of
destruction.
The quotation also undermines praise by its specific context in the
Pharsalia. Lucan is contrasting Pompey and Caesar in a set of matching
similes. Pompey is an old oak tree whose leafless trunk casts a dark shadow;
Caesar is compared to a bolt of lightning. In the line immediately follow13See Quint, Montaigne and the Quality of Mercy, 37–41, for an analysis of Montaigne’s
attitude toward Alexander and the changes made in the B text. Quint argues that the negative image of Alexander at the beginning and ending of the Essais is a product of the B text
[1588] and that a demotion of Alexander had already taken place in 2.36 of the A text where
Alexander occupies a secondary position. My own analysis of the subversive quality of the
Latin quotations inserted into 2.36 in the B text reinforces Quint’s argument. My purpose,
however, is less to explore how Montaigne represents Alexander than it is to understand how
he uses Lucan.
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ing the quoted passage, Lucan calls Caesar a “fulmen” [lightning bolt].
Lucan is reworking a set of standard epic conventions of praise. The thunderbolt is associated with power and belongs to Zeus. When applied to
heroes, it usually refers to their arms, especially the shield. Aeneas in book
12 “fulminat armis” [flashes in arms]. Earlier in book 9 “fulmina” [lightning bolts] flash from the shield of Turnus. Lucan mockingly surpasses his
predecessors in epic praise by transforming Caesar himself into the bolt of
lightning. In this instance, hyperbole undermines heroism. Caesar’s power
is self-sustained, gathering back its strength once it has struck the earth,
and bringing with it mindless destruction and terror. Lucan’s habit of distorting epic convention, of turning it back against itself, could not be
better exemplified than by this simile.
Perhaps Montaigne was thinking of the simile when he added the
second quotation in the sentence. He claims that Alexander was “flamoyant” [flushed with radiance], a word cognate with the Latin flamma, fulgeo, and fulmen. But while Alexander was earlier compared to the
Caesarian lightning bolt, here he is compared via quotation to “lucifer”
(the morning star): “Qualis ubi Oceani perfusus lucifer unda, / Quem
Venus ante alios astrorum diligit ignes, / Extulit os sacrum caelo, tenebrasque resolvit” (8.589–91) [Shining like that morning star which Venus
loves above all other when, bathed in ocean’s waves, it raises up its sacred
face in the heaven and drives away the darkness]. Clearly the two passages
stand in ironic juxtaposition to one another, the one describing the
destructive light of a thunderbolt, and the second a redemptive light
announcing the coming of day and the dispelling of darkness. But the
irony is even more deeply felt when one considers the context of the passage from Virgil. The simile compares not Aeneas to the morning star but
the doomed Pallas, the son of King Evander. In the same episode from
book 8 which I discussed earlier, the hero journeys up the Tiber to be
indoctrinated into the indigenous culture and to gather troops for the
impending war with Turnus. Along with troops, King Evander entrusts his
young son into the hands of Aeneas, and the simile describes Pallas as he
leads a contingent of men back down the river to confront the Latin army.
This marks a moment in the Aeneid of deeply ironic melancholy. Pallas has
been cast into the role of Patroklos in Virgil’s version of the Iliad and he
will die at the hands of Turnus in book 10. Although his youth does represent the promise of the next generation, it will not be fulfilled within his
own short lifetime. His death will propel Aeneas into a blind Achilles-like
rage. A sense of dark foreboding permeates the scene in book 8 with
mothers weeping as their sons go off to war. Montaigne has chosen to
allude to one of those moments in which Virgil himself seems to question
the cost of a peace attained through force. To compare Alexander to Pallas
is to compare him first of all to an inexperienced youth and secondly to
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one doomed to die on the very first day of battle. The shining light of
Pallas is not even that of a hero who dies young in a blaze of glory. Pallas
oversteps himself in his brief and one-sided encounter with Turnus; his
short life is more wasteful than heroic. Montaigne seems particularly
intent to draw out the irony in the association of Alexander with Pallas
since immediately after the quotation he speaks of the “duration and grandeur” of Alexander.
We are left with a linguistic structure complicated by its length, syntax, the inclusion of quotations from other linguistic artifacts, and additions made over the course of several years. Together these create another
set of complexities, ones of voice and perspective. The insertion of ostensibly authoritative voices from the past does not in this case substantiate
praise but rather undermines Montaigne’s own carefully crafted Ciceronian persona. It is ironic that many of the details of the sentence come
from Plutarch’s biography of Alexander. Earlier in “Des livres,” Montaigne had asserted, “c’est mon homme…Plutarch” (416) [Plutarch is the
man for me (467)] because he writes about lives not deeds and is, therefore, able to penetrate the surface of history to reveal the real man. In this
case, however, we really learn nothing of the real man. In an almost
Socratic manner, Montaigne uses quotation to dismantle a voice of certitude. In this single sentence Montaigne creates the complexities of dramatic interaction, driven by the play of multiple voices within his own
intellect and memory over the course of time. As the essayist himself
asserts in “De la phisinomie,” “Je dis pompeusement et opulemment
l’ignorance, et dys la science megrement et piteusement; [C] accessoirement cette-cy ey accidentalement, celle la expressement et principalemeny” (1057) [I reveal my ignorance with copious pomp: I reveal my
learning meagrely and pitifully—{C} the latter as an accessory, a by-product: the former, as explicit and primary (1198)]. It is the voice of Lucan
which provides the primary catalyst to reveal in the praise of Alexander
such ignorance.
III
My final example comes from “De la vanité” (3.9), in which Montaigne
bemoans the deficiency of his own powers of memory, a deficiency which
has resulted in the incoherent and rambling form of the essay itself. In a
manner similar to that in “De l’oisiveté,” Montaigne confesses that the
meandering course of his essay resembles that of a tottering drunk, vertiginous and lacking form, always on the point of collapse. This self-criticism
speaks to the overlapping notions of vanity which are woven into the
ostensibly motley fabric of the essay: the vanity of the proud and the vanity
of the frivolous; the vanity of those who would strive for perfection in
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themselves, in their estates, in their political institutions, and in their writing; and the vanity of those who would thumb their noses at the obligations of form and simply go about at their own irregular and foolish gait.14
The essay is itself guilty of both types of vanity. On the one hand it does
move about freely and at times awkwardly with abrupt transitions and
unfocused digressions, seemingly liberated from the obligations of formal
composition; but at other times in the essay Montaigne proudly meets the
obligations of formal coherence, through the purposeful arrangement and
juxtaposition of quotations from the past. All things pass away, says the
preacher, all is vanity, “there is no remembrance of former things; neither
shall there be any remembrance of things that are to come with those that
shall come after.” Montaigne clearly does not share this degree of skepticism expressed in Ecclesiastes. His commitment to cultural memory is
made manifest, however, not in the copious stockpiling of exempla, but in
the creation of subtle and complex conversations amongst the voices of
the past. In “De la vanité,” Lucan once again serves Montaigne as the catalyst for such an exchange. In this final example of how Montaigne uses
Lucan, words from the Pharsalia frame quotations from the Aeneid and
Horace’s Epode 13.
Montaigne’s first citation of Lucan in this essay appears predictably in
the midst of lamentation over the civil wars in France. The essayist has
14A growing number of critics, influenced by Frances Yates, have been studying the
effect of the classical arts of memory on literary form in the Renaissance. Some have found
in the Essais structural patterns which reveal the work to be a theater of memory. Foremost
amongst these are Daniel Martin, L’Architecture des Essais de Montaigne: Mémoire artificielle
et mythologie (Paris: Nizet, 1992), and William Engel, Mapping Morality: The Persistence of
Memory in Early Modern England (Amherst: University of Massachusettes Press, 1995), 95–
128. It is not simply that Montaigne draws his materials from his own mnemonically structured theater of memory but that he transforms the Essais itself into such a system. Engel
ingenuously compares the sententiae and Latin quotations in the text to the stones within
Montaigne’s own body. The composition of the Essais is a “result of his construction of an
artificial and intertextual memory in (and as) a book that incorporated, and gave a textual
presence to, his stones…which are likened to the disembodied voices of others lodged within
the body of his text.”(9) See also Eric MacPhail “In the Wake of Solon: Memory and Modernity in the Essays of Montaigne,” Modern Language Notes 113, no. 4 (1998): 881–96.
MacPhail analyzes three allusions to Solon’s visit to the Egyptian city of Sais in the Essais and
concludes that they reveal a memory “that is both intertextual and personal and resiliently
traditional,” an essentially humanist memory which exposes the “scandal of modernity,” its
willful alienation from the past. Elsewhere, I have argued that the rhetorical arts of memory
are less important to literary form in early modern culture than an Augustinian and hence
Petrarchan notion of memory. See Douglas McFarland, “Space and Time in Spenser’s Marriage of the Rivers,” Allegorica (1992): 65–77. In the context of Montaigne’s interest in
Lucan, I am arguing that the essayist purposefully arranges clusters of quotations to speak to
one another, as well as to the reader. While the complexities of these relationships necessarily
at some point escape the control of the essayist, since much depends, for instance, on the
weakness or strength of the reader’s own cultural memory, Montaigne nevertheless creates
rhetorical structures with intended effects. But my own intention here is not to arrive at a
unified field theory of Montaigne’s use of Latin quotations, but rather to analyze his use of
one particular source.
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acknowledged a proclivity for travel and a taste for variation and change.
The obligation of managing his estate is too draining and he seeks out the
freedom of travel. But he would also travel simply for the sake of avoiding
France’s civil conflicts. The current state of political morality, he admonishes, is deplorable: “nostre police se porte mal” (960) [our polity is sick
(1087)]. But Montaigne shifts perspectives at this point and becomes if
not hopeful, then at least stoic. Other states have had the same sickness
without dying. Rome, for instance, survived every shock imaginable and
yet did not fall. Who could despair at the condition of France having seen
this example. Rome, Montaigne argues, “la supporta et y dura, conservant
non pas une monarchie resserree en ses limites, mais tant de nations si
divers, si esloignees” (960) [endured it and survived it, preserving, not
one single kingdom driven back to its frontiers, but such a great number
of peoples, so diverse, so far scattered.… (1087)]. Montaigne follows with
two lines from the invocation in book 1 of the Pharsalia, lines which
seemingly support his observation: “nec gentibus ullis / Commodat in
populum terrae pelagique potentem/ Invidiam Fortuna suam” (1.82–84)
[Fortune does not bestow its hatred to any peoples against a nation powerful on land and sea]. The context of the passage, however, completely
undermines Montaigne’s optimism. Lucan is mocking, not celebrating
Roman endurance; these lines which describe Rome’s comparative
strength are bitingly sarcastic. The very next words in the text are “Tu
causa malorum” [you are the cause of your own evils]. Lucan, grandly and
with epic embellishment turned against itself, tells Rome that only her
own strength was great enough to destroy her. Civil war, not external
attack, had the power to topple Rome. The passage echos the very first
lines of the poem in which Lucan proclaims with ringing sarcasm the subject matter of his poem as “populumque potentem / in sua victrici conversum viscera dextra” (1.2–3) [a powerful people, its conquering hand
turned to strike its own innards].
But the naive voice of the essayist retains its hopeful guise and asserts,
“Tout ce qui branle ne tombe pas” (960) [All that totters, does not fall
(1088)], implying that although there might be a great deal of strife and
commotion, the state will not necessarily collapse. Once more he cites
Lucan for support: “nec iam validis radicibus haerens, pondere tuta suo
est” (1.138) [and no longer clinging by means of its own roots, it is safe
because of its own weight]. This comes only a few lines after the first quotation and is taken from the same set of similes contrasting Caesar and
Pompey to which Montaigne referred in “Des plus excellens hommes.”
While he earlier cited the simile comparing Caesar to a bolt of lightning,
here he quotes from the sardonic comparison of Pompey to an aged tree.
Lucan mocks Pompey’s age, weakness, and surely not to be missed by
Montaigne, his vanity. The tree has been loaded down with trophies from
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previous conquests, making it top-heavy and doomed to fall with the first
south wind. Age has left the tree not only rootless, but also without leaves.
It casts a shadow by means of its barren trunk alone. The simile looks forward to the end of book 1 in which the headless trunk of Pompey’s body,
his “deformis truncus” (1.685), is foreseen floating along the Nile. This is
itself a refashioning of Virgil’s graphic description of the slaying of Priam
in book 2 of the Aeneid. Priam’s headless body is an emblem of nefas
(unspeakable evil): “iacet ingens litore truncus / avulsumque umeris caput
et sine nomine corpus” (2.557–58) [the huge trunk lying on the shore,
the head torn away from the shoulders and a body without a name]. In a
reversal of Lucan’s order, Virgil follows this description with a simile comparing Troy to a tree about to fall to ruin. Montaigne’s citation rings out
with irony. It is true, all that totters does not necessarily collapse, but the
example of Pompey is an example of a figure doomed to collapse into a
deformed and unspeakable mass. Montaigne mocks the vanity of his own
hopeful assertions, as well as that of the naïve reader who might discover
optimism in what Ralph Jonson has called the “angry, desperate wit” of
Lucan’s poem.15
The figure of the doomed hero is an epic convention, perhaps that
part of epic which measures out not victory but loss, and Lucan’s parodic
version of that convention sets up the subsequent quotations made by
Montaigne from Virgil and Horace. The essayist in a sense now provides
the antecedents for Lucan’s Pompey in Turnus and Achilles. Even more
subtly, Montaigne suggests that Lucan’s satiric hostility to the celebration
of public heroes has evolved from the subdued melancholy of Virgil and
the mannered detachment of Horace. Each of these Latin poets must deal
with the same set of obligations to the public world over which Montaigne
struggles in this essay.
The transition from Lucan to Virgil is set in motion by a shift in the
essayist’s perspective. Montaigne now seeks consolation for France’s problems in the universality of ruin. All states eventually change, and what is happening to France has happened before and will happen again. Montaigne
cites book 11 of the Aeneid for support: “et sua sunt illis incommoda,
parque per omnes / tempestas” [there are to them also their own misfortunes and there are equal storms for all] (11.422–23). Montaigne purposely
links this passage to the earlier quotation from the Pharsalia by changing
“funera” in the original to “incommoda,” simply the negation of the verb
“commodat” in the first quotation. But as I have indicated, the passages are
also linked by the common figure of the doomed hero. The words from the
Aeneid are those of Turnus in the council scene in book 11. Like Pompey,
15W.R. Jonson, Momentary Monsters: Lucan and His Heroes (Ithaca: Cornell University
Press, 1987), xii.
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Turnus stands in opposition to the Caesarean juggernaut, coming in this
case in the form of Aeneas and the inevitability of Roman rule.
The immediate context of Turnus’s speech further erodes confidence
in Montaigne’s shifting consolation. At this point in the Aeneid, it is clear,
even to those closest to him, that Turnus will fall. In his speech before the
war council, Turnus argues for continued combat and boasts that the
Latins are not yet defeated. His offer of hand-to-hand combat against
Aeneas comes across more as bluster than courage. The voice of Turnus is
undermined by its tone and by its Homeric model. Virgil has based Turnus’s speech on one given by Hektor, the doomed hero of the Iliad.
Moreover, the council scene is framed by the funeral of Pallas and the
death of Camilla, two more doomed heroes of the Aeneid. The process
now begins to pick up pace whereby Turnus will be singled out, isolated
and then in the final lines of the poem killed. Turnus is doomed by his own
vanity but he is also doomed by the necessity of history. As such he
becomes increasingly tinged with a sense of hopelessness and loss, culminating in his bitter, albeit necessary execution. The lines immediately following the quoted passage add yet another layer of irony: “multa dies
variique labor mutabilis aevi / retullit in melius, multos alterna revisens
lusit et in solido rursus Fortuna locavit” (11.425–27) [many days and the
changing labor of shifting time has returned things to a better state, variable Fortune has mocked many and then restored them to solid ground].
Turnus seeks hope in the understanding that all things get better, that the
solid ground is the norm to which all returns. Montaigne at this point in
the essay is suggesting the opposite: universal doom and the consolation
that it happens to everyone.
Montaigne now moves on to a third in his series of ill-fated heroes.
Almost as if he had been momentarily affected by Turnus’s misplaced optimism, he cites Horace’s thirteenth epode: “deus haec fortasse benigna /
reducet in sedem vice” (13.7–8) [perhaps the gods will restore things to
their former state by a kindly change]. The first line of the poem describing the storms in the sky “horrida tempestas caelum contraxit,” is a thinly
veiled reference to the calamities of the civil wars. Horace initially answers
this threat with what seems a typical carpe diem response: “rapiamus,
amice, occasionem de die” (3–4) [let us seize the occasion from the day].
While our knees are strong, he adds, let old age dissolve; bring forth wine
and set aside speaking of those other things. The line which Montaigne
quotes then follows. The indifference of its consolation is made clear by
the final third of the poem, the words of the centaur Chiron to Achilles,
the Greek hero fated to die at Troy. Just as Horace did earlier in the poem,
the Centaur suggests that Achilles alleviate gloom with song and wine.
Five of the seven lines of the consolation, however, are devoted to delineating that gloom. The Centaur addresses Achilles as “invicte” [uncon-
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querable one], but immediately qualifies this with a second vocative which
focuses on Achilles’ imperfect form owing to his mixed parentage: “mortalis nate Thetide” [mortal one born from the goddess Thetis]. The
threads of Achilles’ life which the Parcae or fates will cut stand in stark
contrast to the strings of the lyre cited earlier as a source of consolation.
What emerges in Horace’s poem is a deeper sense of the carpe diem theme,
one closer perhaps to the spirit of Ecclesiastes. “To every thing there is a
season, a season of life as well as a season of death.” Achilles is fated to be
a great hero, but he is doomed to die at Troy and forgo a homecoming. It
is finally not so much that one need simply seize the day as that one should
recognize with some detachment the vicissitudes and divisions which
inform human process.
Montaigne, however, takes the lines of consolation with an exaggerated sense of optimism, almost trivializing its complications. Not only may
things return to normal, but perhaps these troubles will purge us of evil
and lead to an even healthier state. This giddiness lasts but for a single sentence, as Montaigne now falls back to the darkness of Lucan. What was
unspoken in the first quotation, “Tu causa malorum,” returns with force.
What depresses me most, says Montaigne, is that it is our own disorder
and lack of wisdom, not the heavens, which have caused our collapse. In
the final revision of the essay, Montaigne’s depression deepens, and he
again invokes Lucan. He laments that the changes occurring are not isolated nor limited, but threaten the ultimate terror, “dissipation et divulsion” (962) [disintegration and tearing asunder]. The apocalyptic gloom
echoes Lucan’s own fear in the invocation to the Pharsalia which Montaigne has already quoted twice. “Totaque discours / machina divolsi
turbabit foedera mundi. In se magna ruunt” (1.79–80) [the whole discordant machinery of a world torn apart will overturn its own laws…great
things fall in on themselves]. Lucan’s “divolsi,” the participle of divello (to
tear apart), appears in cognate form in Montaigne’s “divulsion.” Although
Montaigne does not quote Lucan, he does return to the tone, diction, and
meaning which surrounds the original citation from the Pharsalia.
As in the two previous examples, here Montaigne offers a complex set
of quotations, carefully and purposefully placed together so they might
interact both with one another and with the shifting attitudes of the essayist
himself. Montaigne’s ostensible optimism over the state of affairs in France
is initially undercut, even mocked, by Lucan’s sardonic portrait of the
doomed Pompey. The darkness of Lucan is then mitigated by the figures of
Turnus and Achilles. More importantly, the shaded melancholy of Virgil
and the mannered withdrawal of Horace provide alternative responses to
the demands and atrocities of civil war. But the voice of the essayist then
absorbs the dark spirit of Lucan, taking on the language and point of view
of the Pharsalia. Perhaps the final unspoken irony in this rich play of voices
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is that Lucan himself represents the figure of the poet as doomed to fall.
Like Pompey, Turnus, and Achilles he will suffer a violent death. Implicated
in the assassination plot against Nero, Lucan was put to death in 65 C.E.,
leaving the Pharsalia unfinished and without a conclusion.
IV
Near the end of “De la vanité,” Montaigne comes forward and proclaims
what is implicit in my own argument: “Le soing des morts nous est en
recommandation. Or j’ay este nourry des mon enfance avec ceux icy; j’ay
eu connoissance des affaires de Romme, long temps avant que je l’aye eue
de ceux de ma maison” (996) [We are enjoined to care for the dead and
since infancy I was brought up with those dead. I knew about the affairs
of Rome before those of my family (1127)]. Through an animated
engagement with the words of the past, Montaigne demonstrates his
caring for the dead. That this engagement is ongoing and forever shifting
speaks to its vitality. While Lucan does not occupy a central place in this
process, neither does he occupy a peripheral one. Montaigne is drawn to
Lucan, in part, because of the Latin poet’s own relationship to the
“affaires de Romme.” Lucan comes after the great poets of the late republic and early empire, writes in their shadow, and occupies a position distant
from their glory. Lucan is a silver age poet whose work comments on a
golden age. Montaigne shares this sense of displacement and its concomitant attitude of irony. Moreover, one detects in Montaigne an attraction to
Lucan’s fervent endorsement of freedom.16 Throughout “De la vanité” in
particular, Montaigne has expressed a craving for freedom. The intensity
of Lucan’s own craving is partially revealed near the end of book 1 of the
Pharsalia when a prophet proclaims, “civile tantum iam libera bello”
(1.672) [only in civil war will Rome be free]. Any formal structure backed
by force strong enough to guarantee order and peace will necessarily
undermine freedom. But surely Montaigne would balk at this exaggerated, wildly ironic assertion. Lucan serves Montaigne as a counter-ego, an
inflated version of himself. Montaigne tempers that attraction with the
obligation to a coherency of memory, an obligation fulfilled in each of the
examples I have analyzed. It is finally in the space between the twin vanities of freedom and order, structure and free play, where Montaigne
attempts to make his way.
16Frederick Ahl, “Form Empowered: Lucan’s Pharsalia,” in Roman Epic, ed. A.J. Boyle
(London: Routledge, 1993), 125–42. See also his earlier full-length study of Lucan, Lucan:
An Introduction (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1976). Ahl has been responsible for much
of the current interest in Lucan through his research and teaching. The best current English
edition of the Pharsalia, for instance, was translated by one of Ahl’s students: Lucan, Pharsalia, trans. Jane Wilson Joyce (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1993).

